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Can conservation of biodiversity provide an evolutionary
advantage to humans?
K. Balkwill
C.E.Moss Herbarium, School of Animal, Plant and Environmental
Sciences, University of the Witwatersrand, Private Bag 3, WITS
2050, South Africa
Humans have a long history of conserving natural areas and
the biodiversity they contain or represent. The wide variety of
motivations for doing so includes duty, the desire to preserve the
potential to acquire natural products that might be found in the
areas, efforts to conserve rare and endangered species,
maintaining ecosystem services, capitalising on the potential
financial benefits of ecotourism and earning finances through
carbon credits. Cynics suggest that the desire to conserve
biodiversity is simply a means of channelling finances towards a
particular sector of the scientific community. Humans are
extremely effective environmental engineers, however, and
there are risks to being environmental engineers, particularly in
recently colonised habitats. The largest risk is that environmen-
tal engineers may modify habitats to facilitate population
growth, but in doing so may take population levels beyond
carrying capacity and thus place themselves at risk of extinction.
It appears that the human population growth rate may stabilise,
but the average individual consumption rate is very far from
stabilising. Indeed, we have an economic system that depends on
growing markets and development for its persistence. Some
humans still tend to regard human and natural environments as
separate entities and fail to see neither their interconnectedness
nor the dire implications of not making such a link. Areas that are
left intact in order to conserve biodiversity may well act as
cushions against over shooting the carrying capacity of the
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planet and the ability to do so may represent a barometer of the
potential of humans to stem their own progression towards
extinction. Thus, the best motivation for humans to conserve
biodiversity may be that it imparts an evolutionary advantage
over not doing so.
doi:10.1016/j.sajb.2010.02.002
Urban areas in South Africa—Final frontier for Ecology?
S.S. Cilliers
School of Environmental Sciences and Development, North-West
University, Private Bag X6001, Potchefstroom 2520, South Africa
Increasing urbanisation results in considerable environmental
changes such as transformation and fragmentation of natural
habitats, alteration of species composition and depletion of
ecosystem services offered by natural ecosystems. Additionally,
the socio-economic world of urban residents is impacted upon,
both in terms of physical and mental health, as well as social
well-being. There is a growing global concern for these
problems, culminating in a realisation that the complex socio-
ecological nature of urban ecosystems requires an integrated
approach in ecological studies of urban environments encom-
passing biophysical, socio-economic and cultural issues, an
approach that is often called “ecology of cities”. Although urban
areas are dominated by human-built structures and activities,
they should be regarded as functioning ecosystems that possess
many of the same components and processes as less human-
dominated natural systems. If we are to succeed in creating and
managing sustainable cities and towns, a more comprehensive
understanding of the structure and function of these ecosystems
is essential. An analysis of journal papers published on
ecological subjects in South Africa over the last two decades
has, however, revealed that urban ecological research in South
Africa has not emerged into the ecological mainstream, yet.
Many of the few published studies on the ecology of urban areas
are of a descriptive nature, and mainly addressed fragmented
natural areas inside cities. In this presentation I will explore the
challenges, possible approaches and major applications of urban
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